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Reforming the Form of Government from Within? 
 
According to most observers, when it comes to the quality of the legislative process the 
importance of committees cannot be underrated. As it has been grandiloquent put by Strøm: 
“Parliamentary committees are among the most important features of legislative organisation in 
contemporary democracies” (1998, 21). This also goes for the local government level – for 
instance in the U.K., local governments have been renowned for being “government by 
committees” (Rao 2005, 42). The main rationale behind committees is the political version of 
economies of scale, what neo-institutionalist denote “economies of operation” (Strøm 1998, 24). 
By dividing the legislature into committees “more parallel tracks of deliberation” is created which 
“facilitate overall legislative productivity” (Strøm 1998, 24). Working in committees also enables a 
political division of labor creating if not political experts within different subfields then at least 
make “legislators benefit from their familiarity with the substance and procedures they encounter 
in their respective committees, compared with the legislative agenda as a whole” (Strom, 1998: 
24). 
 
However, the split up into different meetings and the specialization driven by division of labor 
might also have its flipsides – the main warning has traditionally been issued against sectorization. 
The “traditional sector-oriented committee structure encourages a rather narrow focus on sectors 
or services at the expense of the larger picture and the community at large” (Vabo 2005, 563). And 
this line of thinking has led to numerous studies demonstrating that committee membership will 
lead to committee members developing higher spending preferences for policies with which their 
own committee are dealing (Shepsle and Weingast 1987; Weingast and Marshall 1988; Baekgaard 
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2010). And eventually – and because of this mechanism – “the legislature would spend more in 
each policy area than the median member would prefer” (Strøm 1998, 26). 
 
Even though also at the local level in most countries “committees are part and parcel of the way 
most legislatures do their work” (Strøm 1998, 21), the way committees are included in the political 
process varies quite a lot. This follows from the variation in the form of government chosen in 
each country and each municipality. The legislative organization is “the allocation of resources and 
assignment of parliamentary rights to individual legislators or groups of legislators” (Krehbiel 1991, 
2) and the organizing of the legislature can lead to quite different forms of government. At the 
local level a distinction can be made between the council-manager, the collective, the committee-
leader and the strong-mayor form of government (Mouritzen and Svara 2002). The committees 
play the most important role in the committee-leader form of government where the committees 
are actually in many cases holding executive power. Within this model the committees not only 
prepare the items of the agenda and make recommendations for the council, they also take part in 
the “immediate administration of affairs” (Berg 2005, 86). Hence, with councilors also taking part 
in the day-to-day execution of policies, they end up serving as legislators as well as executives 
(Berg 2005, 86). 
 
The committee-leader form of government puts a lot of emphasis on the Layman Rule, which 
means “that citizens elected for political office should be involved effectively and intensively in 
making decisions” (Mouritzen and Svara 2002, 51). All members of the legislature is involved in as 
well legislative (through their membership of the council) as executive (through their membership 
of one or more committees) decisions. Whether the councilor comes from the party which holds 
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the mayoralty (or the group of parties in the coalition supporting the mayor) or from a party in the 
opposition, he or she is taking part in the day to day businesses of the municipality through his/her 
seat in the committees with some degree of executive power.  
 
There are downsides to this form of government other than the sectorization concern already 
mentioned. At least three concerns have been raised (Rao 2005; Larsen 2005). First of all, since the 
committees are intensively involved in casework concerning single businesses and citizens their 
meetings are closed for the public. A number of special designated civil servants will be present 
but the meetings will be chaired by one of the councilors and the discussions will mostly be among 
the councilors participating. This means that the transparency might suffer – political decisions are 
taken after political discussions at closed meetings. And for the citizens this can complicate their 
ability to held councilors accountable on Election Day, since it can be hard to evaluate the 
performance of the politicians in the committees. Secondly, the Committee-leader model can be 
criticized for its “slow and cumbersome nature” (Larsen 2005). The political level is involved in a 
lot of cases which could otherwise have been delegated to the administration – having councilors 
taking part in the day-to-day business of the municipality does not necessarily speed up the 
processes. Thirdly, the role of the councilors can be somewhat blurred and in some cases changed 
when the Committee-leader form of government is applied (Larsen 2005). Since a lot of political 
discussion and political decisions are transferred to the committees the council itself and its 
meetings can be more or less stripped for content. As a consequence, the elected councilors might 
end up having the role of committee member more than council member, which at least calls for a 
clarification of roles among the councilors. 
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While the form of government is debated in different contexts (e.g. Berg and Rao 2005) and also 
from time to time changed (e.g. in Norway and U.K.), we find that the discussion of for instance 
the four aforementioned broad forms of government should be supplemented with more in depth 
analyses of each of the four models. Since we are dealing with the local government level we can 
expect some variation in the application of each of the model even within the same country and 
therefore for instance the Committee-leader form should be considered more as an ideal type 
potentially overlooking variation in its real-life applications. And this variation could not least from 
a policymaking perspective be worthwhile mapping, since it will probably be easier to adjust the 
political organizing within the broad form of government than changing to a completely other 
form – the latter option would probably in most cases require new central legislation. To illustrate 
this line of thinking – demonstrating the variation within the forms of government – we will focus 
on one of them, namely the one where the committees play the most important role: The 
Committee-leader form of government. One of the countries where this model has been applied 
most consequently is Denmark, and therefore we will in this paper focus on Denmark as a case.  
 
Designing the political organization of a local government is a balancing act – we have already 
pointed out that the division of labor in the committees can lead to sectorization. We will use the 
Danish case to identify such balancing of different important – although often competing – 
considerations. And we will discuss how different design variations with the overall Committee-
leader form of government can emphasize different considerations. We have conducted 
interviews in six carefully selected municipalities (a total of 35 interviews) in Denmark and will 
base the paper on these cases (see also Kjaer and Opstrup 2016). In the next part we will 
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introduce the different balances of considerations when designing a political organization. Then 
we will analyze the variation across municipalities in Denmark. After this we will present different 
design tools to be used in organizing the political work in local politics. And finally we will combine 
the balances with the tools concluding by discussing how these findings can be used when 
(re)designing the organizational chart of the political part of a local government. And ultimately 
pointing out how forms of government can also be reformed within – not by changing the form 
but by using the possibilities to vary the specifics of the set-up without leaving the overall form. 
  
 
Balancing Democratic Considerations 
In Denmark, 93 out of the country’s 98 municipalities are by law required to use the Committee-
leader form of government (the five biggest municipalities can use a cabinet-form – four of them 
actually apply a mixed form at the moment). Therefore the committees are very strong in local 
politics in Denmark referring themselves to having udvalgsstyre, which literally translates into 
“committee-rule”. A first and very important finding from the six cases-studies is that this form of 
government faces very strong support. In each municipality we interviewed the mayor and three 
other councilors, namely the leader of the opposition and two backbenchers (in each of the 
municipalities we supplemented this with an interview with the CEO of the administrative 
organization and in five of the municipalities also with the leader of the secretariat of the council). 
And all of them were great supporters of the Committee-leader form of government and did not 
air any wishes for the introduction of other models to organize the political work.  
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This parallels the situation among other key players in Denmark – neither within the national 
parliament, in the government, in the Association of Local Governments or among major local 
opinion formers are ideas about changing the Committee-leader form of government voiced. 
Among the few exceptions are a few academics who have questioned whether the model creates 
almost too much consensus in the decisions (Berg and Kjaer, 2009) and the former mayor of 
Copenhagen who has called for a more strong-mayor form of government. The overall satisfaction 
with the Committee-leader form of government does not mean, however, that discontent with 
the rules by committees has not been raised, nor that elements of the model have not recently 
been problematized.  
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The discussion of the Committee-leader model in Denmark has been going on in three “waves”. 
The first one hit in the 1990’s and could be denoted the goal-setting wave since it was simply an 
attempt to break with the distinct focus on the day-to-day business and the accompanying heavy 
workload for the councilors dealing with casework (Berg 2000). Without challenging the 
Committee-leader model as such, concern was raised that the extensive focus on deciding on a 
huge number of specific cases was taking focus and resources (primarily councilors’ time) away 
from the more visionary work and more broad political (and sometimes ideological) discussions. 
The claim was, that debates on the overall development of the municipality, the general political 
plan for attracting new businesses, the discussion of the elderly care of the future etc. were 
displaced by a large number of very specific cases to be dealt with and processed by the councilors 
in the committees. It was claimed that the councilors instead of dealing with specific casework 
should focus on setting goals and direction, and then the administrative organization should take 
care of the specific casework. A call was made for a version of management by objective. It should 
be noted that despite a lot of debate on the issue, the balance between how much the councilors 
are devoted to casework and working with the overall visions probably did not change a lot (Berg 
2000). 
 
The second wave hit in the 2000’s and was questioning the heavy emphasis on broad 
representation in all aspects of the political process. With the committees being so involved in the 
governing of the local governments and with the committees being proportional representative to 
the different political parties at the council (and with every councilor represented in at least one 
committee each), the claim was that the power was almost too broadly distributed and what 
should be denoted a leadership wave occurred. It was debated whether it was necessary for a 
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smaller group within the council to take lead on initiating ideas and setting a direction in order for 
political leadership to be performed (Berg and Kjaer 2007). Not least the role of the mayor was up 
for debate, paralleling a concurrent discussion in a number of other European countries (e.g. Bäck 
et al. 2006).  
 
The third wave of the discussion is going on right now in the 2010s and it has several dimensions 
to it – we will denote it the innovation wave. The basic claim is that the Committee-leader form of 
government as it is played out is not fit to deal with the kind of policy problems local governments 
are facing today. The local governments are challenged with new and very wicked problems such 
as environmental changes, immigration, urbanization, aging population, technological disruption 
etc. and therefore innovative solutions are in high demand. However, most councilors are up to 
their eyes in casework, where they have to make decisions and prioritize among suggested 
alternatives already prepared by the administration. As a consequence the local politicians 
sometimes join the political process very late and after the openings for policy-innovations are 
filled out by civil servants (or missed altogether). The new challenges might also very often cut 
across traditional policy sectors. When for instance an immigrant family have problems getting 
integrated into the Danish society, is it then something the Committee on employment, the 
Committee on Social Services, the Committee on housing or the Committee on education should 
address. The answer might be that it should be a joint effort of several committees, but is has 
been questioned whether the committees are geared to coordinate, yet alone if the councilors 
sitting in each of the committees acknowledge how intertwined some of the policy problems are. 
Finally, it has been questioned if the councilors themselves are suited to deal with these new and 
complex problems. To get an idea might not only mean to sit down alone or together with other 
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councilors and get the idea themselves – it might also mean to get the idea from someone else or 
in collaboration with them. We have today a situation, where electoral accountability is – rightfully 
– highly praised, but the argument has been put forward that it might be necessary also to involve 
people from outside the council in the attempt to crack these wicked problems. There has been a 
call for greater involvement of for instance local fireballs, people from NGO’s, local business 
owners, local experts etc. to be invited into the policy-innovation processes.  
 
The three waves of the discussion are condensed in Table 1.  
 
Table 1. The balancing act of different democratic considerations in regard to the committee-
leader form of government in Denmark. 
  
Wave: Time: Question: Balance: 
Goal-setting  
 
1990s What should  
councilors do? 
Casework vs
  
Goal-setting 
Leadership  
 
2000s How many councilors  
should participate? 
Representation vs Leadership 
 
 
Innovation  
 
 
2010s 
When should councilors 
participate? 
Prioritization vs Policy-innovation 
How should the  
councilors work? 
Specialization vs Coordination 
Who should they  
cooperate with? 
Accountability vs Involvement   
 
  
The arguments put forward in the three waves are solid and probably sympathetic to most. And 
they go right to the heart of the defining elements of the Committee-leader form of government 
(but also to some of the similar discussions within other forms of government using committees). 
However, it should be noticed, that although the values that they try to promote (goal-setting, 
leadership, policy-innovation, coordination and involvement) are indeed sound values to promote 
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in regard to a democratic political process the same go for their opposites (casework, 
representation, prioritization, specialization and accountability). It is indeed a balancing act. And 
when designing the political organization you very often have to prioritize – you can’t have a cake 
and eat it.   
 
 
The Specifics of Designing the Political Organization 
 
In Denmark it is common knowledge that the 93 Danish municipalities with a Committee-leader 
form of government more or less have the same political organization. In each municipality there 
is a council and a number of what is denoted standing committees indicating that they are 
operating in the full four-year term until next local election. There is a very weak hierarchy among 
the committees with the Committee of Finance ranking a bit higher than the other committees 
(since some recommendations from a sector committee should sometimes pass the Committee of 
Finance before going to the council and since the Committee of Finance hires/fires the highest 
ranking administrative officers). All of the 93 municipalities have a Committee of Finance and 
according to our count these are supplemented by a total of 520 specialized committees which 
means that on average a Danish municipality have 6,6 standing committees. The specialized 
committees typically have names like Committee of Schools, Committee of Elderly Care, 
Committee of Planning etc. 
 
However, while this is indeed the traditional model, the Local Government Act actually opens up 
for some variation and has done so for a long time. There are three sections in the Act which 
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opens up for alternatives to the traditional model and each of them actually to some extent 
address the concerns raised in the three waves described in Table 1 (all three options have been in 
the Act since 1970, so they have not been responses to the concerns raised added along the way). 
 
The first possibility is mentioned in §§64,b and it allows the council to move the “immediate 
administration of affairs” away from committees and place it in the administrative organization (or 
in the council). We have visited the municipality of Faaborg-Midtfyn and they use this option to 
have their committees work with visions and goals instead of specific casework. They balance 
goal-setting over casework and the councilors spend their time in the committees defining the 
goals of each of the sectors and overlooking that the parts of the administrative organization 
assigned with the task (through contracts) deliver. 
 
The second possibility is mentioned in §§65 and it allows the municipality to make up the 
Committee of Finance by the chairs of the other standing committees. The committees are 
composed to resemble the parties at the council proportionally, and normally the majority of the 
committee elects the chair among them. By using §§65 the chairs are elected proportionally. And 
the Committee of Finance will be able to coordinate between policy-sectors and the “club of 
chairs” will be able to take upon it a clear leadership function (in all municipalities the mayor is 
chairing the Committee of Finance). We have visited the municipality of Esbjerg where they have 
this organization and emphasize the strong coordinating role of the Committee of Finance.  
 
The third possibility is mentioned in §§17,4 and it allows the municipality to establish ad hoc 
committees. These committees can be set up for a limited period of time for instance one year, 
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and this can be done during the electoral term. The ad hoc committees established after §§17,4 
can also, contrary to the standing committees, include persons not elected for the council. The 
committee can invite local business leaders, citizens active in voluntary organizations, church 
leaders etc. to join the ad hoc committees. We visited the municipality of Albertslund where they 
have ad hoc committees working with planning and urban innovation. And we visited the 
municipality of Gentofte where they have changed their political organization dramatically setting 
up no less than eleven ad hoc committees each consisting of five councilors and ten citizens and 
leaving the standing committees more or less ripped from tasks (the immediate administration of 
affairs is placed with the council and the standing committees meets only briefly four times a 
year). In Gentofte the ad hoc committees take upon themes like for instances “Sustainability in 
Gentofte”, “Integrating immigrants”, “Urban traffic and safety” and have as task to innovate and 
to do this by thinking across the usual policy sectors and by involving citizens with good ideas and 
special skills useful for the specific committee. 
 
The distribution among the municipalities according to their use of these possibilities is reported 
in Table 2. Here we also include the names of the six cases where we have conducted interviews. 
The reason for including two cases from the group of municipalities using ad hoc committees is to 
include as well municipalities which use the committees as a supplementary tool (Albertslund) and 
as the foundation of the political work (Gentofte). We also include two traditional municipalities 
Næstved and Hedensted – the reason for this is that Hedensted gives us the possibility to study 
other initiatives to deal with the call for more coordination and cross-sector thinking (we will 
return to this point).1   
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Table 2. Distribution of Danish municipalities according to their use of the possibilities given in the 
Act of Local Government to choose political organization. 
 
Type of organization: Examples: Number: 
Traditional sector-based  
committees  
Næstved, Hedensted 49 
§§64b   Immediate administration away from standing 
committees 
Faaborg-Midtfyn   3 
§§65     Stronger Committee of Finance consisting of  
committee chairs 
Esbjerg   1 
§§17,4 Ad hoc committees Albertslund, Gentofte 
 
40 
Total  93 
Note: The municipality of Gentofte is actually included in the §§64b group, since they have combined §§17,4 with §§64b. 
 
Table 2 demonstrates that the possibility to remove the immediate administration from the 
standing committees and to have a stronger Committee of Finance is not used by many 
municipalities. On the contrary the ad hoc committees seem to be quite popular with more than 
four out of ten municipalities having such committees (only Gentofte in the extreme version – the 
rest of the municipalities uses it as supplement). Historical data on the use of ad hoc committees is 
not available, since the municipalities should not report these committees. But it is our 
assessment that they have almost not been used in the past decades and definitely not in as many 
municipalities as now, where they are talk of the town and seen as one of the tools to deal with 
the innovation challenge described. In sum, there are options within the current legislation to 
exploit in addressing the three waves of criticism of the Committee-leader form of government. 
And not least the ad hoc committees are being experimented with in a good part of the local 
governments.  
 
These are the full-sized design tools – it is possible to use one or more of the more general 
opportunities to alter the political organization. However, there are also a number of more 
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medium-sized tools. The Act of Local Government gives some leeway in regard to for instance the 
number of committees, the number of seats in each committee and so on. It is for the 
municipalities themselves to decide on these matters. And the decisions taken in these regards 
can also affect the aforementioned balances. If for instance a municipality establishes ten standing 
committees (as some of them do) the portfolios of each of the committees will ceteris paribus be 
thinner than if only say three standing committees are set up (as is the case in some 
municipalities). And therefore, in the former there will be more specialization, whereas in the 
latter there will, again ceteris paribus, be more coordination. If in a municipality the councilors sits 
in one committee only this will probably also nourish specialization whereas coordination will gain 
by having councilors serving on more committees. Table 3 lists some examples. 
 
Table 3. Examples of other tools to be used in designing the political organization within the 
Committee-leader form of government. 
 
Medium-sized tools: 
 
Small-sized tools: 
 
Number of seats at the council The administration point out the room for 
political leverage on each item on the agenda  
Number of committees  
 
Time out cards can be used to postpone item 
on the agenda to seek mandate with party 
Number of committee seats per councilor Theme meetings for the council 
 
Level of delegation to the administration 
 
Joint meeting between two or more 
committees 
Standing committees mirroring the 
administrative organization 
Meetings held off-site with Q&A sessions with 
citizens 
Etc. 
 
Etc. 
 
 
Our interviews also demonstrated that there are even smaller tools which can be used. For 
instance how the meetings are planned and held can have an effect. Several of the municipalities 
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visited used seminars for the council to discuss cross-sector issues and take up different issues in 
need of more radical innovation. In the municipality of Hedensted they asked councilors sitting in 
four of the committees to meet in two hours before every committee meetings to informally 
discuss cross-sector issues (which again meant that the committee meetings were scheduled at 
the same time and consequently that each councilor could sit in one committee only). Also some 
of these tools are listed in Table 3. 
 
 
Designing tools and the Balancing Act of Democratic Considerations 
 
The different ways of designing the political organization affect the balancing of the five 
democratic considerations introduced in Table 1. Based on the interviews conducted in the six 
municipalities selected as cases we have assigned a score on each of the dimensions. The scores 
are reported elsewhere (Kjaer and Opstrup 2016) and summarized in Table 4. 
 
Table 4 demonstrates that in the municipalities applying different political organizations the 
balancing of the different democratic considerations comes out differently. Three findings should 
be noticed. First of all the municipalities seem to get what is in the models – by removing the 
immediate administration from the committees Faaborg-Midtfyn gets more focus on goal-setting, 
by having a stronger Committee of Finance Esbjerg gets more emphasis on leadership and 
coordination and by having ad hoc committees Albertslund gets more involvement. This is not 
surprising – it is built into the models. Secondly, it is demonstrated that the more extreme you 
choose to organize around the model the more effect. In Gentofte where they really use the ad 
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hoc committees a lot they are more effectful than in Hedensted where they are only used as a 
supplement to the standing committees. And thirdly, it can be seen that sometimes the middle-
sized tools can also be quite useful – Hedensted has managed to focus extensively on coordination 
without changing the core of the political organization.  
 
Table 4. The six municipalities and their score on the five balances.  
 
Design: Municipality: Balances: (1-5 score) 
  Case- 
Work (1) 
vs 
Goal-
setting (5) 
Represen-
tation (1) 
vs 
Leader-
ship (5) 
Prioritiza-
tion (1) 
vs 
Policy-
innov. (5) 
Speciali-
zation (1) 
vs 
Coordina-
tion (5) 
Accounta-
bility (1) 
vs 
Involve-
ment (5) 
 
Traditional sector-based 
committees  
Næstved 
(no coord. Meetings) 
2 2 2 2 
 
2 
Hedensted  
(with coord. meetings) 
3 2 4 5 4 
§§64b - Immediate 
administration away 
Faaborg-Midtfyn 5 2 4 3 3 
§§65 - Stronger Com. of 
Finance  
Esbjerg 3 4 3 4 2 
 
§§17,4 - Ad hoc 
committees 
Albertslund 
(as supplement) 
3 2 3 3 4 
Gentofte 
(as main design) 
4 2 5 4 5 
 
 
Discussion  
 
Changing the form of government is not the only option when demands of emphasizing for 
instance goal-setting, leadership or innovation arise. Within a given form of government, 
opportunities might exist to design the specifics of the political organization in way such that these 
demands are met. Focusing on the Committee-leader form and using Denmark as a case we have 
demonstrated that the options exist. 
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But designing the political organization is a balancing act between several considerations. And our 
case studies demonstrate that you risk getting what you want and therefore you should be willing 
to compromise on other considerations. Hopefully, this paper can help designers of the political 
organization at the local level to take these design decision as up front as possible. 
 
And then it should be mentioned that the case studies also demonstrated that even though 
structure matters, culture is far from unimportant. The political culture in a given municipality 
means something to the way the political work – within or outside the committees – are 
conducted. Getting more innovation or involvement might be facilitated by setting up ad hoc 
committees, but there are alternatives. If the political culture is very open and open-minded it 
might in itself foster new ideas and invites citizens to take part in the political discussion, whereas 
ad hoc committees might end up contributing less in municipalities where the political culture is 
closed and skeptical to new lines of thinking. But then again, sometimes structural changes might 
be a necessary punch to change the culture.  
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Notes 
                                                          
1
 There is actually another possibility in the Act of Local Government, and that is to abolish the committees altogether 
and only have a council. None of the municipalities use this opportunity and it can be debated if you have a 
Committee-leader form of government if you do not have committees. The smallest municipality in Denmark tried this 
option in 2012 but they went back to having committees already in 2013. We interviewed the four councilors who 
were councilors at the time and still are, and they said that they missed their committees during the time.  
